What is SonoWorld?
We think of it as a global virtual community dedicated to education. SonoWorld brings together in one place high-quality resources such as textbooks and clinical cases, provides a platform for creating and delivering new resources, and provides community members with an opportunity to contribute and share their expertise. The basic philosophy of SonoWorld is to provide its content free, online, to everyone. For those who want or need special services (CME credits, custom CD-ROMS, etc.), they are available at a reasonable charge, which helps to support the operational costs of the site.
How did it come about?
Several years back, Barry Goldberg, MD, and I were trying to think of cost-effective ways to deliver free educational materials to ultrasound schools in developing countries. That started us thinking about the Internet and how it was being used for ultrasound education. We looked at the online resources available and found many different sites targeting a specific group, membership, or discipline. Some sites included educational materials and cases, but these tended to be limited in their coverage. Others offered good materials for sale, but these generally were too costly or were focused on the needs of a specific subgroup of the ultrasound community. There wasn't one location to go to where you could find a broad range of free educational materials and where you could be confident about the quality of the site content.
When did you become involved and in what capacity?
I was a real fan of the Internet and the early Web and had a lot of ideas about how we could create an online community for ultrasound people around the world. But it probably would have just stayed an idea without Dr. Goldberg getting involved. He liked the idea of trying to create a really complete Web site with all the features that would be useful for education. So he took it to the next step and brought in Ed Ray (founder and president of Interspec Inc., a manufacturer of diagnostic ultrasound imaging instruments) to help us think through the process. Ed liked the idea and founded a company to develop the site and to establish a business model that would support future development of the site, while still meeting the primary goal of delivering free educational content throughout the world.
In that first meeting, we realized that the only way we could get this idea off the ground was to get the support of corporate sponsors to fund development of the site. A few visionary leaders understood what we were trying to do and provided the financial support so we could get started. Siemens was the first, then Toshiba and Philips joined in, and we were on our way.
Have you tackled anything like this before?
My first Web experience was in developing the Web site for the Jefferson Ultrasound Institute. I learned a lot from that project. It helped me realize that what I really wanted to do was create a global digital community for ultrasound. This is certainly the biggest thing I have ever done-on the scale of building your own house (by yourself)! I sure had to learn a lot of new skills real fast but it's been great fun.
What has been the response thus far?
It's been just great. The folks who have helped by contributing content or reviewing the site have been incredibly generous of their time, their work, and their praise. Now we are in the phase where we are turning over operation of a lot of the pieces of the site to community members who have a passion for a particular specialty area or who want to "give back" to the community.
How many subscribers do you have so far?
Right now we are not requiring registration for access to SonoWorld. Anyone can enter the site and view all the materials for free. We want the whole community to come in and give us their opinions, expertise, and ideas. We will be working closely with our corporate sponsors, and the groups representing sonographers and sonologists, to get the word out when the site officially launches. It may already be available when you read this, since this interview is taking place well before the date it will be published. So check www.sonoworld.com to see if it is "live."
What educational materials are offered?
Probably the most important resources are the textbooks and cases. We are starting with 1 textbook and have 3 more being transitioned into our online format. There are also cases, learning modules, articles, and information on special interest areas such as 3-D, contrast, accreditation, and others. We're working on a HIPAA information center since that's something that's going to change our lives as sonographers, but a lot of people don't even know what it is yet. Much of the content will be available with CME credits, and we are developing some really unique software to support what we call "true adaptive learning," which uses selfassessment as the basis for developing a customized learning experience for the individual. The content will increase steadily as more community members contribute resources, so the best approach is to go to the site and poke around to see what's there.
How is the site going to be funded?
Development of SonoWorld is being funded by corporate sponsorships. But we are committed to developing a business model that ultimately lets us provide free educational materials while still supporting the ongoing operation and future growth of the site. To do that we plan to rely on partnerships, affiliated marketing agreements, and revenue from CME credits and other products sold through the site. Our philosophy is to make as much of the content as possible free to everybody but to charge for services that add value to that content. We think we have the right formula to let us do that.
What can interested sonographers do to expand the site's offering?
A lot! Most importantly, visit www.sonoworld. com often to see what's new. Respond to the polls and surveys, get involved in the conversations in the forums, share your expertise and your passion for ultrasound. People can contribute cases, moderate a forum, be a reviewer or section editor, be a re-porter for the news stories; there are lots of opportunities to get involved in SonoWorld. The site can only reach its full potential if the whole community adopts and shapes it to their needs. Oh, did I mention critics? Yes, we especially need everybody to be a critic and to let us know what needs to be fixed or improved and what features we should develop next. If you want to get involved, just e-mail me at volunteer@medimageworld.com and let me know what you might be interested in, or just that you want to get involved.
Any final words?
Thanks for the opportunity to talk about this project. Come visit us at www.sonoworld.com.
As incredible as all of the SonoWorld accomplishments are, there are many additions and refinements on the drawing board right now. One in particular is directed at educating people in some of the poorer economic countries. This is a tough and tricky problem because they cannot afford to buy books and have only limited access to the Internet. Those who do have a major problem downloading images because of the high per-minute costs of Internet access and the limitations of narrow bandwidths. Information gathered from international physician focus groups indicates that they would very much like to have the ability to personally create their own CD-ROMs consisting of all CME-bearing content so that they could use the CME aspects of our site without being online. To answer this problem, Waldroup says they are working to find a way to allow site visitors to select textbook chapters, white papers, learning modules, and so forth for inclusion on a custom CD-ROM-sort of a "design your own learning experience" approach. Users of the site would just add the things wanted to their "shopping cart" as they browse through the site. When they fill up a CD-ROM or when they are finished shopping, they can check out, and the site will price the CD-ROM based on the number and type of items. The prices for individual items (chapters, etc.) will be kept low so that the finished CD-ROM will be reasonably priced. Once the users are happy with their selections, they can purchase the CD-ROM, and the order will go to a fulfillment center in their own country, where the CD-ROM will be created and mailed to them the same day. I can't help marveling that there seems to be something of value for everyone. Take, for example, sonographers preparing to take their registry exams. Many sonographers work with patient groups in which unusual pathology is almost nonexistent. Their concern is that they will be tested on something they have never seen. Having easy access to samples of normal anatomy and multiple examples of specific pathologies would definitely create a comfort zone for them.
There are obvious benefits of this type of a system for sonography educators as well. Waldroup envisions teachers selecting the items they want to share with their class, ordering a custom CD-ROM, and then making it available to their students, sort of like a "reserve" book at the library. As new material becomes available on SonoWorld-it will eventually offer multiple textbooks, hundreds of case studies, and other learning materials-there will be a veritable universe of information from which to select.
Another plan that is being worked on is a selfassessment feature. When operational, the selfassessment feature will allow a user to specify an area (e.g., fetal measurements) in which he or she wants to self-assess. The software will assemble a test composed of all questions related to the chapter(s) on fetal measurements. The user takes the test online as quickly as possible. When finished, the test can be scored and peer-rated if desired. Testtakers will be presented with a list of all the questions they missed. Each question will include a button linking back to the section of the textbook dealing with the subject matter of the question. The test taker then reads the material until he or she finds the correct answer to the question, remarks their answers, and then moves on to the next question. At the end, the exam is rescored to make sure that all of the incorrect questions have been covered. With this approach, the test takers get only the material they have demonstrated that they need and have the added bonus that the test process is infinitely repeatable, permitting them to go back periodically just to spruce up their knowledge of a specific area. As the underlying knowledge base of the site expands, the number of questions and the resource material for any topic area will constantly increase, offering an opportunity for periodic reassessment of the individual's knowledge.
This technique is already being used for the CME exams associated with the textbook chapters. If the test taker scores 70% or higher, he or she gets his or her credits and can move on. If he or she fails the exam, the questions are repeated and accompanied by links to the text. In this way, the test taker can rescore his or her exam until scoring 100%, then getting the credits.
This approach to CME exams makes the exam a learning process, not just a hurdle the applicant has to get over to get his or her credits.
SonoWorld illustrates the early concept that the Internet would become an information highway. The future of this newest sonography educational tool seems very bright and limited only by imagination and the willingness to use it in an interactive way.
